Introduction
Media policy in Saudi Arabia has historically been concerned with building a national media system focused on preserving national cohesion and protecting Saudi media and cultural space from external influences, while at the same time developing a pan-Arab media regime enabling Saudi Arabia to project power and influence beyond the kingdom's borders. Internally, the establishment of television in the 1960s was controversial and met with fierce resistance from conservative opponents; since then television has remained the subject of a moral-political-cultural struggle. Externally, Saudi media clout has grown steadily in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War, enabling the royal family and associated businessmen to combine financial gain with political influence. As the satellite era entered its second decade, the precarious equilibrium maintained by the Saudi rulers between internal and external media came under a severe challenge as new media technologies, from satellite broadcasting to social media, eroded the boundaries between the Saudi national sphere on the one hand, and both the pan-Arab sphere and the global realm on the other. Media reform in the past ten years has therefore focused on restoring the balance between on the one hand various Saudi constituents -the Sahwa firebrands, 1 conservative clerics, liberal activists, business people -and on the other hand between Saudi Arabia's internal exigencies, and foreign agenda.
Against such a backdrop, media reform in Saudi Arabia has customarily resulted from political concerns, even though these political concerns are sometime manifested in socio-economic or moral-cultural T. Guaaybess (ed.), National Broadcasting and State Policy in Arab Countries © Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan Publishers Limited 2013 terms. The paramount political concern is the continuity of the rule of al-Saud. The mass media's role in the process of regime survival and consolidation has grown over the decades since the founding of modern Saudi Arabia, and 'reforming' the media sector has become a major political issue in Saudi Arabia since the emergence of television in the kingdom. Since then, successive kings have regarded television as a key instrument to hold on to power. The royal family has since the 1960s monopolized television broadcasting via its absolute control of the Saudi state, banning critical coverage of its members and other instruments of power like the military and police.
The political struggle over the structure and content of television in Saudi Arabia often takes the form of a moral-cultural war. In a country that prides itself on being the cradle of Islam, and where a puritanical interpretation of Sunni Islam known as Wahhabiyya operates as the official ideology of the state, television is especially susceptible to censorship based on concerns about its impact on cultural identity, relations between men and women, and moral values. These concerns are permeated by religious discourse, whether by the government seeking to shroud policies in religion, or by critics of television posing as moral guardians standing between the sacred realm of Saudi Arabia and the corrupting influence of the West. Finally, like in many other countries, Saudi television policy -and therefore reform -always invokes the trope of socio-economic development and the important role of television in that domain. Television also serves to promote national unity and move forward with a modernization plan. Even today, promoting national cohesion is a primary objective of Saudi media policy. With a surface of nearly 2.2 million square kilometres (approximately 830,000 square miles), Saudi Arabia has a large national territory -the world's fourteenth largest nation-state. Its population of 27 million people (including between 5 and 6 million foreign residents) dwarfs the other Gulf petro-monarchies. In terms of population density, however, Saudi Arabia ranks 205th worldwide at 11 inhabitants per square kilometre (or 29 per square mile). Television is an important instrument of national unity in such a sparsely populated and tribally fractured territory.
National media and supranational influence
Saudi Arabia's socio-political order has rested on a long-standing alliance between the al-Saud and the al-Shaykh families, which gives
